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In 1776, the Declaration of Independence announced a new political order founded on equality,
natural rights, consent, and self-government. It began a spirited conversation about liberty and
equality, commerce and virtue, union and slavery, memory and hope; it did not settle the
meaning of America.

Marking the 250th anniversary of the United States, this seminar brings together five
distinguished teachers for five concentrated encounters with texts that have shaped,
challenged, and deepened the American experiment. Fellows will study the Declaration of
Independence with Yuval Levin, Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations with Ryan Hanley,
George Washington’s Farewell Address and Federalist Papers 10 and 51 with Darren Staloff,
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Earth’s Holocaust” and Robert Frost’s “Mending Wall” with Christopher
Scalia, and Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address with Diana Schaub.

Taken together, these sessions ask what America has claimed for itself and what kind of people
a free republic requires. The course treats the anniversary as an occasion for reflection and
judgment.

This seminar will meet online weekly on Tuesdays from 6 to 8 PM ET.

Course Materials:
e Course Reader

Response Papers: Each fellow will be responsible for completing a brief response paper (1-2
pages, single-spaced). Papers are due the day before your assigned session by 5 PM ET.
Please provide page numbers for textual citations. Your paper should be posted on the course
Slack channel and will be part of the assigned readings for the session. Paper-writers should be
ready to present their ideas during the seminar.



Tuesday, October 6, 2026

6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. ET Session I: The Declaration of Independence
Faculty: Yuval Levin

Readings:
e The Declaration of Independence (Stone Engraving, body only)

Discussion Questions:

1. Who is the audience to which the Declaration seems to be directed?

2. How does the Declaration regard the nation from which the American people are
separating? What is its attitude toward Britain and its political order?

3. Is the Declaration a revolutionary or a traditionalist document?

4. What does the second paragraph of the Declaration suggest about the purposes of
government and the nature of political legitimacy?

5. What does the list of grievances suggest about the purposes of government and the
nature of political legitimacy?

Tuesday, October 13, 2026

6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. ET Session II: Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations
Faculty: Ryan P. Hanley

Readings:

e Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Glasgow
Edition, vol. 2, pp. 588—-631 (IV.vii.b.58-64 and IV.vii.c.1-91)

Discussion Questions:

1. Why is Smith so troubled by trade regulations, and by monopolies in particular? Who
does he think benefits from them? Who suffers from them? How does he use his
account of the British monopoly over American tobacco to illustrate his claims?

2. How does Smith account for the resistance of the American revolutionaries? What
motives does he attribute to them? What does he find especially admirable in their
characters?

3. Smith saw in American independence not just the birth of a new nation but the birth of a
new set of global relations. What sort of new global order does he see emerging in the
short term? What sort of global order does he see emerging in the long term?



Tuesday, October 20, 2026

6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. ET Session lll: Worldly Realism of the Founding Fathers

Faculty: Darren Staloff

Readings:

George Washington, Farewell Address
James Madison, Federalist 10
James Madison, Federalist 51

Discussion Questions:

1.

What is the account of human nature offered in these three readings, and how is it
meant to impact the theory and practice of politics?

In the conclusion to Federalist 10, Madison writes that “the extent and proper structure
of the Union” provides “a republican remedy for the diseases most incident to republican
government.” Part of that remedy for the “violence of faction” is ascribed to the fact that
the “extended sphere” of the Union embraces such a vast range of opinions, passions,
and interests that it will be extremely difficult to establish an enduring majority faction
capable of seriously threatening the rights of the minority. Given subsequent changes in
our economy, media, and modes of communication, does Madison’s “remedy” still work?

How would you characterize the foreign policy Washington proffers in his Farewell
Address? What is his estimation of geopolitical relations?

Federalist 51 argues that the limits to the separation of powers in the Federal
Constitution create checks and balances by giving “each department the necessary
constitutional means and personal motives to resist encroachments of the others”
(paragraph 3). In the next paragraph it is claimed that “this policy of supplying, by
opposite and rival interests, the defect of better motives, might be traced through the
whole system of human affairs, private as well as public.” How does this policy manifest
in private life? What are the moral as well as political implications of this policy?

In his Farewell Address, Washington stresses the importance of religion in upholding
morality, itself an essential requirement for a free and popular government. Midway
through the speech he warns that “whatever may be conceded to the influence of
refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us
to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.” Who do
you think he is referring to by “minds of peculiar structure,” and to whom is this sentence
particularly addressed?



Tuesday, October 27, 2026

6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. ET Session IV: Nathaniel Hawthorne & Robert Frost
Faculty: Christopher Scalia

Readings:

¢ Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Earth’s Holocaust”
¢ Robert Frost, “Mending Wall”

Discussion Questions:
Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Earth’s Holocaust”

1. According to Russell Kirk, “the substance of Hawthorne’s resolute conviction [was] that
moral reformation is the only real reformation; that sin always will corrupt the projects of
enthusiasts who leave sin out of account; that progress is a delusion, except for the
infinitely slow progress of conscience.” Do you agree with that interpretation of the
story? Why or why not?

2. What does the tale suggest about the nature of radical reform? Can the tale be
understood to be a warning about the American project?

Robert Frost, “Mending Wall”

1. What is the speaker’s attitude toward his neighbor? How does he characterize him,
particularly toward the end of the poem? To what extent is this attitude justified or
reasonable?

2. The neighbor is unable to explain why good fences make good neighbors. Can you think
of any?



Tuesday, November 3, 2026

6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. ET Session V: Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address
Faculty: Diana Schaub

Readings:

Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address
Everett-Lincoln comparison packet and sentence diagram

Discussion Questions:

1.

2.

Why does Lincoln begin his speech in the past: “Fourscore and seven years ago”?

Lincoln describes the nation’s founding in his one-sentence opening paragraph. How
does his account compare to the Declaration of Independence? Does Lincoln use the
words “liberty” and “equality” in the same way that our founding charter does?

Lincoln had been asked by the organizers to make a few appropriate remarks to
dedicate the Soldiers’ National Cemetery at Gettysburg. Does he perform his
assignment? Does he have other aims in view? If so, what are they? Are they
compatible with or in tension with the official purpose of his remarks?

What role do the “honored dead” play in preserving self-government?

What is meant by the “new birth of freedom”? Why is it necessary or desirable?

What does it mean for the nation to be “under God”? What effect does being “under
God” have on freedom?
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